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DANCING THE DUAL PHOENIX - COLLABORATING ACROSS CULTURES 
A choreographer’s view of a Vietnamese – Australian collaboration. 
CHERYL STOCK    
Based on a paper presented at the  
Philippines International Dance Festival and Conference, 2-9 August 1998 
 
The shared desire for an innovative, artistic, economic, and spiritual 
collaboration is at odds with the reality of distinctly different personal and 
cultural value systems – despite the rhetoric of a “global village”. (Lampe 1993, 
153)  
 
Collaboration in artistic practice ideally embraces ideals of cooperation, teamwork, and 
symbiosis amongst like-minded people with common goals and a shared philosophy. 
However, when one is working collaboratively with another culture, training, creative 
processes, expectations, relationships, and aesthetics may not only contain differences but in 
some cases may appear to be directly in conflict with one’s own experiences and beliefs. In 
this context concepts of collaboration must necessarily be re-examined, and the following  
paper does so from the point of view of an Australian contemporary dance director and 
choreographer participating in a Vietnamese/Australian music and dance project Through the 
Eyes of the Phoenix, in which five Australian and forty five Vietnamese artists participated. 
The Australian creative team consisted of myself as director and co-choreographer, Sarah de 
Jong as composer, Michael Pearce as designer, with Sun Ping and Tina Yong as co-
choreographers. Our Vietnamese colleagues comprised 22 dancers, 20 orchestral musicians 
and 2 singers from the Vietnam Opera Ballet Theatre, composer Pho Duc Phuong, guest 
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violinist Manh Hung, traditional musicians from the Army Ensemble, and three design 
students from the National Theatre and Film Institute.  The performances resulting from this 
collaboration took place in Hanoi in March 1997, and a televised version and documentary of 
the process were also produced. This project was the tenth cultural exchange I have 
undertaken in Vietnam since 1988, seven of which included working with the Vietnam Opera 
Ballet Theatre. 
 
Collaboration and the Vietnamese context 
In the Vietnamese context, cultural exchanges with the West tend to prioritise 
acquisition of new skills and product over exploratory processes. As a result, there is an 
expectation for foreign artists to teach, direct, and provide a marketable product. Following 
the departure of the foreign guests, the experiences shared in the exchange begin to be 
transformed through a ‘Vietnamisation’ of both product and techniques. This 
‘Vietnamisation’ of foreign influences has had a long history, beginning with 1000 years of 
Chinese occupation from 111 B.C. to 1009 A.D. and later by 100 years of French colonialism 
from 1858 to 1954. In the latter half of this century strong Soviet influences shaped the 
professionalisation of the arts, and these influences are now being replaced by mass global 
culture as the country opens up to international economic market forces.  
In the Phoenix project which is the subject of this paper, the Vietnamese artists were 
keen to absorb foreign influences of relevance to their own situation, and find a way to 
articulate contemporary concerns which incorporated their Vietnamese traditions. In cross-
cultural collaboration, acknowledging, and participating in, the artistic agenda of the host 
country is crucial if one is to find a meaningful partnership that goes beyond a superficial 
sharing of techniques and concepts. This involves a willingness to radically alter one’s artistic 
perspectives.  Barker (1996, 255) comments on his experience in this regard: 
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To be able to work in those situations, I have to jettison the secure framework of 
what I know and to venture....to establish some basis on which we can work 
together and an exchange can take place. 
 
Five areas of preparation and consideration 
Strategies to positively assist in altering perspectives and adjusting creative 
frameworks, and thus establish an effective basis for intercultural collaborations, require 
consideration of five crucial areas. The first area is the differing expectations between artists 
of the host and visiting countries as to the nature of cross-cultural collaboration. The second 
is the broad area of cultural context, within which political and economic aspects are often 
under-estimated in terms of their direct and indirect influence on artistic and cultural 
attitudes. Cultural context also incorporates the worldviews of a country, which are shaped by 
philosophies and spiritual beliefs as well as by social customs and values. The third area is 
the nature of communication between participants, both verbal and non-verbal. Fourthly, a 
knowledge of the country’s approach to training its artists and the professional environment 
in which they work, is essential for a shared understanding, and also provides some insight 
into aesthetic sensibilities of participating artists. And finally one must consider the nature of 
the creative process itself. How is it collaborative? By whose reckoning? What kind of 
transformation takes place as the creative process evolves? These questions are addressed 
through an analysis of the collaborative journey upon which we embarked in the Phoenix 
project, the cross-cultural ‘myth making’ which eventuated, and the clashes and 
convergences encountered along the way. 
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Expectations and differing realities 
If one of the purposes of intercultural collaboration is to ‘generate a communicative 
relationship between different cultural forms’ (Grau, 1992, 19), then it is important to 
understand the conditions under which such cultural forms are created and exist. Australia is 
well aware of sitting on the margins of international culture. Its own peculiar brand of post-
coloniality, though fundamentally different from that of other countries in the region, has 
brought a different perspective to intercultural exchange than its western counterparts in 
Europe or America, less confident perhaps and more careful not to offend what are after all 
neighbouring cultures. As an Australian artist aware of Australia’s position, geographically 
and culturally, I approached this ‘Western/Asian’ intercultural project motivated by ideals of 
improvisatory processes that would workshop ideas from both cultures. These processes 
appeared the best way to create equity amongst participants, and hopefully minimise cultural 
imposition on the part of an economically richer, western country. When one has such ‘noble’ 
aspirations, it can be a shock to find there may be strong preferences for more clearly 
delineated and hierarchical structures and roles, together with resistance to processes which 
may be alien to the performing culture in which one is a guest. However, like Bharucha 
(1993: 100), I believe artistic experimentation should operate within the acceptable confines 
of a particular culture’s own rules, especially if one is there as a ‘guest’. In my view, this 
applies not only to social and cultural mores, but also to sensing how far one can depart from 
the particular ‘safety zone’ of artists’ work practices. And this is probably the first dilemma 
that an intercultural artist will face; how to marry contradictory beliefs, work practices and 
artistic processes.   
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Cultural context: politics and economics  
The dance context in which the artists in the Phoenix project worked was a 
conservative one, not only because classical ballet is its Western base. The hierarchy inherent 
in a traditional ballet company is reinforced by the controlling political environment of a 
Communist State, with all programs vetted prior to the first performance. Political control 
impacted on our collaborative process not through any kind of direct interference, but 
because it was necessary to present a detailed scenario for approval prior to our Vietnamese 
visas being issued. The Australians’ desire to collaborate with our Vietnamese colleagues 
from the initial stages of conceptualisation could not therefore eventuate. 
Vietnam’s political context has also fashioned contemporary cultural attitudes.  
Following the closure of North Vietnam to the West in 1954, new artistic directions were 
limited to Vietnam’s closest political ally, the former Soviet Union where many artists 
trained. But by the late eighties after years of grinding poverty in tandem with 
institutionalisation of the arts, a kind of malaise set in, with no new stimulus to encourage 
artistic development. In the 90s Vietnamese dance artists are ambivalent about future 
directions for the development of dance in Vietnam.1 On the one hand they are keen to 
experience Western ideas, while on the other hand, unwilling to relinquish a formula for 
which no secure or acceptable replacement has yet been found. In addition, since the adoption 
of doi moi or the ‘open door’ policy and an increasingly pragmatic government, Vietnam is 
keen to ‘catch up’. In dance this currently focuses more on acquisition of new skills and 
raising technical standards than radical shifts in creative processes.2  
                                               
1
 Throughout this article I am referring to professional dance artists who practice their art on a full-time basis, 
and have been trained via the national system. 
2
 These opinions are not solely my own but were expressed by over half of the 53 artists, scholars, and teachers I 
interviewed recently on a research trip to Vietnam, December 1997 - March 1998. 
 6 
Another factor mitigating against an exploratory collaborative approach is economic.  
Despite being permanent dance employees of the government, professional dancers cannot 
survive on their salary. Energy is conserved for the other jobs which dancers fit in around 
company commitments. In the Phoenix project, dancers were often absent and roles had to be 
interchangeable to some extent if the project were not to grind to a halt. 
  
Cultural context: world views and cultural attitudes 
Besides an understanding of the political and economic context, it is crucial for 
Westerners to develop an awareness of the cultural and social values in South East Asian 
countries. Emphasis on filial duty, the priority of the community over the individual, respect 
for seniority, and an education system based on received wisdom in a master/apprentice 
model are prevalent in many South East Asian societies. Attitudes stemming from this 
‘cultural core’ as Whitmore (1987, 3) calls such dominant values, include indirectness of 
speech and manner, emphasis on interpersonal harmony, and avoidance of direct 
confrontation. In intercultural collaborations these attitudes can manifest themselves in a 
reticence to offer opinions, and a tendency to downplay personal initiative and 
competitiveness, often partially out of deference to the ‘honoured guest’ status conferred on 
visiting artists.  
In order to come to a shared understanding of some of these cultural factors it is 
advisable to build flexibility into the rehearsal schedule for work time ‘social interruptions’, 
particularly in communal cultures such as Vietnam. Because the needs and well being of the 
group usually take precedence over the individual, family, cultural and social obligations 
often override the work commitments of the individual. During the five-week Phoenix  
project, these included two week-day weddings, visits to family or temple shrines on certain 
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days of the lunar month, and extended lunch periods usually spent with artists and their 
families. In almost all of these everyday aspects the Australian participants became involved 
as part of the broader ‘company’ community, albeit temporarily. Rustom Bharucha 
emphasises the importance of ‘living’ with another culture in this way in the following 
extract from Theatre and the World (1993, 150): 
 
I think that one must assert the value of the cultures one is exploring.  By living I 
don’t mean ‘experiencing’ a culture through artefacts like documents, 
ethnographies, slides, performance techniques. I mean something more basic like 
participating in the everyday life of ‘other’ cultures, which is made up of those 
familiar actions like eating, drinking, sleeping, talking, selling, buying, laughing, 
quarrelling, which are shared by people all over the world, but which are also 
concretized and perceived in specific ways. 
 
The experiences of every day life we shared with the Vietnamese artists during the Phoenix 
project provided us with a feel for our colleagues’ pace of life, and sense of space and time, 
which infused the work and contributed to its acceptance and enjoyment by both participating 
artists and audiences. 
Verbal and non-verbal communication 
It would seem to be stating the obvious that clarity of communication is an essential 
factor in successful collaborations, especially where interpreters are required, yet this aspect 
of intercultural preparation is often neglected; as Claire Conceison points out in her article on 
the American/Chinese production of The Joy Luck Club in Shanghai. 
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Unfortunately, the importance of translation and interpretation in intercultural 
theatre…. is almost always downplayed. In fact, it is often reduced to a burden or 
annoyance rather than a key that opens doors, or a link without which the project 
could not be realised (1995,156).   
 
In the Phoenix project, although every effort was made to ensure the availability and 
appropriateness of interpreters, it proved impossible to control. The promised three 
interpreters were reduced to one and finally only Anh Phuong who spoke English but who, as 
manager of the project, could not be with us much of the time. Although I speak some 
Vietnamese and several dancers had some English or French, lack of interpreters was 
stressful and a major factor preventing exploration of the conceptual and philosophical 
aspects of the project. 
Anh Phuong, who became our ‘de facto’ interpreter, is also a choreographer and 
dancer who worked with me in Australia for a year in 1990, and fortunately was available to 
translate for the crucial introduction of the project’s concepts and vision to the company 
dancers. That this one meeting was an essential underpinning for the artists was later 
confirmed by one of the more experienced dancers, Van Hai. 
 
The most important thing is how the work is first introduced and explained to us.  
After that we don’t need the detail in words you would for kich noi (spoken 
drama), so it is not such a problem.  Sometimes we can even correct the 
translator.3 
 
                                               
3
 Personal interview with Tran Van Hai, Hanoi, 1 January 1998 (translator, Vu Mai Thu). 
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Despite the limitations of non-verbal communication, in rehearsals at least almost all of the 
collaborative possibilities realised between the Australian and Vietnamese artists relied more 
on a common understanding of the language of our art forms, and incorporating cultural 
differences within those understandings, than on verbalisation. 
But communication differences do not reside in language alone, either verbal or 
kinetic. Trinh T Minh-Ha (1989,1) provides an insight for Westerners about Asian 
communication styles when she refers to the ‘heart of the matter’, which ‘is always 
somewhere else than where it is supposed to be. To allow it to emerge, people approach it 
indirectly by postponing it until it matures, by letting it come when it is ready to come’. The 
indirectness and delayed nature of much communication is one of the aspects of collaborating 
in an Asian context which can be frustrating and exhausting for a Western artist, and takes 
considerable adjustment. 
Tension stemming from such communication differences can be eased by a very 
valuable addition to the creative team, a ‘cultural consultant’, who quite often is also the 
interpreter. In the Phoenix project it was Anh Phuong, whose understanding of both 
Vietnamese and Australian perspectives was essential in recognising and coping with cultural 
mis/readings. In terms of the collaborative process, feedback on the appropriateness of our 
adaptations of the traditional was crucial. This was not always relayed directly, but my long 
association with the company gave me access to critical opinions, predominantly through 
Anh Phuong, which may have been considered ill advised or impolite to relay to a visitor. 
  
 Aesthetic sensibilities and the professional environment  
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This kind of feedback was also a clue into the aesthetic preferences of our colleagues. 
Concepts of aesthetics and taste are personal as well as cultural, with as many differences 
within cultures as between cultures. In terms of the current dance environment in Vietnam, 
several factors have complicated any reading of a definable aesthetic. Professional training 
based on a rigid Soviet system of classical ballet enculturates bodies from a young age, 
combining traditional aesthetics of beauty, harmony, symmetry and balance with those from a 
European aristocratic tradition. These influences are further overlaid with a heavy dose of 
Marxist aesthetics, and more recently pop culture. Interestingly this aesthetic synthesis is seen 
by the Vietnamese as representative of their contemporary identity. 
The most helpful and direct clues to aesthetic parameters which a cross-cultural 
collaboration may explore, attempt to shift, or redefine, come from informal discussion with 
the artists as well as through observation of other work they perform or create. Cong Nhac, 
Artistic Director of Vietnam Opera Ballet Theatre explains the elusive quality of a 
‘Vietnamese dance aesthetic’ in this way: 
   
In my opinion tenderness and a poetic quality are the most evident, and the 
undulating fluidity of the movements, like waves, and curves....it is closed, not 
open....only half is revealed.  Something is always hidden.  Even happiness; we 
would never show it all, only half. That is the Vietnamese way.4 
 
Other artists I interviewed expressed similar views, also pointing out a preference for 
narrative rather than abstract content, and for feeling and content over form. With regards to 
                                               
4
  Personal interview with Artistic Director and choreographer Nguyen Cong Nhac, Hanoi, 9 December 
1997 (translator: Tran Thanh Mai). 
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form, the many dance performances I observed suggested a preference for large groups, 
unison, and symmetrical patterns. And despite secularisation of  Vietnamese traditional dance 
forms, serious artists still have a knowledge of their spiritual and symbolic meanings, which 
impact on the way they approach performance even when these forms are decontextualised.  
When I asked Bich Huong who portrayed the ‘golden phoenix’ in Through the Eyes of the 
Phoenix what dance meant to her she simply replied, ‘Spirituality’.5   
 
Working collaboratively within tightly defined structures 
In order to blend elements of Asian and Western dance it is obviously desirable to 
know something of the forms as well as the aesthetics of differing genres. In the phoenix 
project, the Vietnamese artists shared their knowledge of traditional forms and gestures, as 
well as the specific use of props and their meanings. This became a fundamental area of 
collaboration in our project, the theme of which was the new arising from the old, as 
symbolised by the Western metaphor of the phoenix. 
However the dancers’ contribution took place at the micro rather than the macro level, 
since they were uncomfortable and unfamiliar with creating base material through 
improvisatory processes. Professional Vietnamese dance training operates within a closed 
system of repetition and imitation, which impacted on the Phoenix project through the 
preference of the dancers and musicians to accumulate new knowledge rather than interrogate 
it, and to respond rather than initiate. This preference led to a decision to teach sequences of 
movement in class which were then incorporated into rehearsals. These sequences were 
adapted by the dancers in various ways, informed by their own cultural and personal 
                                               
5
 Personal interview with dancer Tran Bich Huong, Hanoi, 9 December 1997 (translator, Tran Thanh 
Mai). 
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movement styles.  Our anxiety that this process was limiting the collaborative input of the 
dancers was not shared by them as I found to my surprise during interviews on a return visit 
to Hanoi nine months later.  Dancer Van Hai (op. cit.) said, 
 
We were particularly happy to work with you because we have to create 
ourselves as well, to participate in the common creation....It is different in 
Vietnam because the Vietnamese choreographer asks us to do something and we 
have to do it. 
 
What those of us working in a contemporary dance context in Australia take for granted as 
normal practice was a huge shift for these dancers.  Ngoc Hien, an experienced artist in his 
forties told me: 
 
We learnt a new way to work.  For example, you are not just waiting for us to 
follow you, we have to work together with the choreographer to make it happen. 
We are not the negative side of the picture, we are the positive side, by actively  
putting our own ideas inside [the work].6  
 
As rehearsals progressed the choreographic material became encoded with the dancers’ own 
preferences in a way which metamorphised our intentions and physical language. Van Hai 
(op. cit.) describes his particular approach to this process: 
 
                                               
6
 Personal interview with Ngoc Hien, Hanoi, 9 December 1997 (translator, Tran Thanh Mai). 
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I try to analyse which are the most important elements of [the] idea and concept, 
and then I first think mentally about how I can interpret these ideas....I never 
think of imitating exactly your movements.  I try to understand your idea and I 
try to do it in my own way....but I don’t want to imitate what you show us. 
 
Other dancers talked about re-inventing the movement material through transference of their 
feelings about the concepts behind the movement, to the movement itself.   
As a result, significant variations occurred in the spatial, dynamic, and rhythmic 
elements of our choreography. Whereas our ‘Australian’ style projected a sense of space with 
an expansive energy reaching out and away from the body in direct, strong sweeping patterns, 
predominantly linear or in elongated curves, this was transformed by the Vietnamese dancers 
into a more contracted and intimate sense of space where the energy was centred around the 
body and contained within it in circular undulating spatial patterns.  Much of the language we 
created was transformed to accommodate a more delicate aesthetic, with spatial patterns more 
lightly etched. Embellishment of material through small decorative additions mainly in hand 
and head gestures redefined spatial parameters and dynamic texture creating an altered form 
which was a syncretised version of our work together.  
 
Cross-cultural myth-making 
It was not only our ideas of form but also content which was transformed through the 
collaborative process. The concept of the phoenix, the dominant metaphor of the work, 
differs radically from West to East. In Chinese and Vietnamese myths the phoenix is not a 
symbol of renewal but one of the four sacred animals of the Imperial court, representing 
harmony, beauty and good fortune. Since in Vietnam it also represents conjugal happiness 
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and fidelity, the phoenix dance is performed in couples. Drawing on these differing symbols, 
‘our’ phoenix journeyed through several metamorphoses: from tradition to modernity; from 
male to female to a yin/yang inseparability; from courtly ritual to colonial extravagance to 
contemporary simplicity; from bird to human and human to bird. Our creative process 
resulted in the suggestion of a new myth with links between ancient traditions and 
contemporary manifestations, and between East and West, which to paraphrase Pavis, 
brought the past into the present, thus erasing some original meanings to replace them with 
our own (1992, 141).  
Through the Eyes of the Phoenix began by depicting a ritualistic male world in which 
the ‘traditional’ phoenix, danced by Cong Nhac the 52 year old Artistic Director of the 
company, was the central focus. His preparation for death drew on the strong, slow, repetitive 
style of the court dances of Hue, former Imperial capital of Vietnam. We also incorporated 
co-choreographer Tina Yong’s knowledge of Malay and Chinese temple rituals. Cong Nhac 
procured a video of a 1990 revival of the original phoenix dance from the Hue court, which 
was loosely used as a musical and choreographic base. I was surprised at the video for it in no 
way related to my imagined version, nor to the elegant and spiritual phoenix sculptures in the 
Buddhist temples of Hanoi. Two dancers were dressed in red, gold and blue bird costumes, 
with padded round stomachs, long necks, clawed feet and an upturned tail. They appeared to 
our Western eyes to be a cross between a dinosaur and a gigantic chicken. The dance had a 
humorous quality with wiggling movements of the tail, small jumps on the haunches and 
seemingly endearing and eccentric mannerisms of head and feet. When I shared my 
impressions with Cong Nhac (op. cit.), he surprised me with his reply: 
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No, that is not right.  It is not funny; it depends on how you view it.  It is possible 
that only a Westerner would find the dance cute and funny.  For us, it is not. In 
the royal court it is accepted as beautiful. 
 
With Nhac’s help, I took the quirkiness (as it appeared to me) of this dance, retranslated it 
into the idiosyncratic but dignified vocabulary of a ‘bearer of tradition’, and interlaced this 
with the way an older dancer’s physical eccentricities begin to come to the fore once they are 
past their physical peak.  I felt it would give a human vulnerability to the role. 
Meanwhile, further complications ensued in our evolving portrayal of the phoenix 
myth. Pho Duc Phuong, one of Vietnam’s most celebrated composers, had been 
commissioned to write this section of the music. In talking with Duc Phuong we had 
discussed the elements of the new arising from the old, the vulnerability of the dying 
phoenix, and the spiritual nature of the event. I had already sketched out the solo 
choreographically by the time the score arrived. The strength, power and grandeur of the 
music was overwhelming, in no way reflecting the private internal world that my phoenix 
solo attempted to encapsulate. On seeing a rehearsal video of what we had choreographed he 
was clearly disappointed saying that he felt the atmosphere ‘should be more powerful and 
give a stronger impression’.7   
When such dissonances occur within a collaborative atmosphere, it is possible that 
incorporating rather than dissolving them will enrich the work with added layers of meaning.  
But it is difficult, risky and not always successful. Our choreographic solution to this 
particular dissonance was to build a stronger and more powerful ritualistic element into the 
male worshippers’ dance, and literally elevate the phoenix at climactic moments in the music 
                                               
7
 From notes of a meeting with Pho Duc Phuong during the rehearsal period; Hanoi, 10 March  1997. 
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in a series of balletic, partnered ‘lifts’. Nhac’s interpretation of the movements became more 
imperious as we progressed in this reworking, whilst remaining idiosyncratic. Although the 
compromise was not entirely satisfactory, there was an interesting dynamic tension between 
the man/creature facing death and his powerful public role.   
However feedback after the performance was that Nhac was physically ‘too small and 
thin’ to play such a powerful role and that in future it should be played by a bigger and 
younger dancer, ‘with a more imposing presence’.8  The conviction that the phoenix should 
appear as symbol of power and strength was widespread amongst both audiences and artists, 
although this symbolism was not borne out by my research, nor in talking later with La Thi 
Cam Van, a former court dancer who recreated the original Phoenix dance in 1990. 9 Some of 
the younger dancers also felt differently. Thuc Anh (op. cit.), sharing her reflections on 
Nhac’s portrayal said:  
 
Sometimes we don’t have to show we are strong; but something small or old can 
contain inner strength, and reveal something new, something young. And in that 
small old Phoenix you can see the future as something really different, the 
opposite... 
 
This ‘gap’ produced by differing interpretations between and within cultures, is the very site 
of intercultural performance which as Bharucha (1993, 242) asserts has ‘to account for 
different ways of seeing, otherwise it is yet another homogenised practice’. Another aspect of 
the fascinating journey of cross-cultural exploration is incorporating divergent myths and 
                                               
8
 Bui Gia Tuong, Director of the Department of Performing Arts and Quy Duong, Director of  Nha Hat Nhac Vu 
Kich Viet Nam at a post performance meeting, Hanoi, 31 March 1997. 
9
 Interview with La thi Cam Van, Hue, 15/2/98 (translator: Phan Thuan Thao). 
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their symbolism into a new contemporary manifestation, which requires both sensitivity and 
the courage to take risks. 
 
Challenging our intellectual perceptions 
If dancing the dual phoenix was a tricky business with its share of compromise and 
frustrations, it was also an exhilarating and humbling experience, including some valuable  
lessons to do with political and economic constraints, as well as cultural sensibilities. The 
experience entailed upheaval, an inevitable part of the process if we are to ‘disrupt the 
complacencies and securities of our imagined homogeneities and fixed cultural identities 
before differences can be articulated and shared.’ (Bharucha, 1997, 9).    
For many Western artists who are grappling with the gradual discoveries of complex 
cultural layers that come with ongoing artistic engagement in Asia, the ultimate value goes 
beyond the artistic challenges of collaborating across cultures. Such an engagement provides 
a tool to redefine and challenge not only our artistic work but more importantly our 
intellectual perceptions about Asia. If as non-Asian artists, we are to engage effectively with 
Asia, then we have ‘a responsibility to make the necessary cultural and intellectual 
adjustment’ (Stephen FitzGerald, 1997, 9). For this to be truly productive, it requires a 
willingness to suspend or even radically change some of our long-held cultural beliefs, and 
whilst not necessarily accepting all aspects of the other culture’s beliefs and values, at least 
make a commitment to studying and experiencing them in order to meet at a deeper level of 
understanding.  In the Asian context this entails long term mutual obligations. 
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DANCING THE DUAL PHOENIX  - COLLABORATION ACROSS CULTURES 
CHERYL STOCK 
ABSTRACT 
 
This paper examines how contextual and processual differences can re-shape the 
collaborative approaches of a Westerner working in an ‘Asian’ cultural environment. The 
specifics of Through the Eyes of the Phoenix, a dance and music collaboration between five 
Australian and forty Vietnamese artists in Hanoi in 1997 inform the general issues raised. 
Contextual issues touch on the impact of State control and economic survival, as well as 
differing spiritual and philosophical world views, and how these factors define aesthetic 
sensibilities. Challenges faced in communicating across divergent kinetic, visual and verbal 
languages also provide a backdrop to how collaborative approaches shifted. The impact of 
differences in training and creative processes is analysed in relation to the decision to work 
within strictly defined parameters, which resulted in concentration on ‘micro’ processes of 
collaboration. Surprisingly these ‘micro’ processes produced  ‘macro’ shifts for the 
Australian and Vietnamese artists, in both form and content. How these factors impacted on 
the final choreography are explored in terms of movement dynamics, response to musical 
stimulus and concepts of space, including the willingness to ‘let go’ of preferred creative 
processes and aesthetics so that ‘Vietnamisation’ is foregrounded. The paper concludes with 
an examination of the pitfalls of cross-cultural myth-making through a journey which traces 
the metamorphosis of Western and Vietnamese concepts of the phoenix myth.   
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